
The Judicial Branch

The judicial branch is one of the three branches of government provided for in the U.S. Constitution.  The judicial branch interprets 
and applies the law to resolve disputes between parties.  Disputes that come before the courts are both large and small, and include 
many different types of cases.   In order to insure that the court process is fair to all parties, judges must be impartial.  

The U.S. Supreme Court is the highest court in the land.  Its rulings help explain the meaning of the Constitution and federal laws.    It 
has the power to declare laws unconstitutional.  This power, called judicial review, is not in the Constitution but came from a famous 
court decision Marbury v. Madison issued in 1803.  

The power of the court to declare laws unconstitutional is essential to insuring that the Constitution and not “ordinary statutes” 
is the supreme law of the land.  A very famous Supreme Court case, Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, illustrates this point.  This 
case, argued by a lawyer named Thurgood Marshall, challenged a system of “separate but equal” public schools for “colored” and 
white children.  For many years, public schools as well as buses, restaurants, restrooms and even water foundations were designed for 
the use of whites only with separate facilities, usually not equal, provided for blacks.  This system was allowed due to various laws and 
practices in existence around the country.  The Supreme Court unanimously ruled in the Brown case that separate educational facili-
ties are “inherently unequal” and violate the 14th Amendment of the Constitution.  Sometimes decisions made by the Supreme Court and 
other courts are not popular with every citizen of our country, but because the courts are independent from the other branches of 
government, judges can make these decisions based on what is right according to the law.

Besides the Supreme Court, the federal court system includes district courts, courts of appeal and other special courts.  The 
district courts serve as the trial courts for federal cases.  These courts listen to the evidence presented and make a decision.  If 
there is an appeal, a request from a party to review the decision made by another court, it would be filed with the U.S. Court of Ap-
peals.  Only a few of these cases would be appealed again to the U.S. Supreme Court.  The nine Supreme Court Justices (including one 
Chief Justice) are nominated for office by the President but must be approved by the Senate.  The approval process is the same for all 
federal judges.  Federal judges are appointed for life unless they are impeached and convicted.  A judge who was impeached but found 
not guilty would remain in office.

In addition to the federal courts, each state has its own distinct court system.  These courts handle the majority of court cases filed 
in the United States, as most of the disputes between parties involve state, not federal laws.  California’s court system is provided for 
in its constitution and includes superior courts, appeals courts and a Supreme Court.


